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1 Sirens Through the Birchwood


Leah
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Sirens braid through birch and fog, a wound stitching itself shut and splitting again. Their wailing sounds are overtaking the rustling of the crisp autumn leaves outside our tent. Even my husband, heavy-sleeper Nick, bolts upright. My brother Jake unzips his nearby tent and crunches down on fallen leaves as he makes his way toward us. Voices from the surrounding campsites rise slowly after the quell of sirens.

“It sounds like police and an ambulance,” Nick says as he opens the door flap for Jake to peek inside. “Are you going to see what’s happening?”

“Yeah, want to join me?”

“I’m coming along as well,” I announce, pulling my alpaca sweater over pajamas, hiking up wool socks, and stepping into my boots at the base of our cots.

It’s cold, dark, and misty, early October midnight, with the kind of thick cloud cover that eats the moon and leaves the world unlit. We make our way down our site’s short driveway to the circular road that loops the Baptism River campground, where thirty-eight or so campsites face each other across gravel and brush. Louder voices emanate from the east. Footsteps gather behind us, adults, kids, a string of headlamps bobbing, drawn the way people always are toward red and blue light.

The trees are still holding most of their leaves; the fog soaks their edges until the forest feels like wet paper. We can’t make out the emergency lights. Even the glow from the public restrooms is smothered by darkness.

“It’s probably in the direction of the barking dogs,” Nick suggests.

“You think?” I snap and then soften. “I’m sorry, babe. I’m just tired. Three-and-a-half hours up from Minneapolis, then wrestling the tent that was supposed to be a five-minute pop-up—”

“I know. And dinner didn’t help.”

“Would you two shush? I’m trying to make out the nearby conversations,” Jake whispers.

A bear whistle bleats somewhere off to our left; more dogs bark; a knot of voices spikes into argument. We pick up the pace, the little parade of campers keeping behind us, and follow the eastward bend past the primitive toilets, past the overflow lot, rounding the road for half a mile until a thin veil of fog starts to pulse with color, dim ambulance strobing, the slow turn of a sheriff’s bar light.

The driveway to campsite 12E is ribboned off with yellow tape. A deputy stands guard. As the ambulance pulls away, the coroner’s wagon noses in, the sheriff’s vehicle washing the understory in red-blue, red-blue. The tent flashes from inside as photographs are taken. Raccoons, audacious in the light, raid a picnic table and skitter back to the dark.

Jake sidles up to the deputy. “So, what’s happening over there? Is it a domestic fight?”

“No.” The deputy keeps his voice even. “A neighbor came to ask two marathoners to turn down the music. Got close, smelled an odor he knew from a nursing home. He called it in.”

The neighbor, forty-something, with a worn jacket and steady eyes, appears at the deputy’s elbow. “I saw them in the restrooms yesterday. Both looked awful—swollen leg muscles, complaining of pain.”

The coroner steps out from the six-person tent, flashlight in hand. He joins the sheriff near the grass edge. They shake their heads once, the way professionals do when their faces are the instructions.

“Ever seen anything like this?” the sheriff asks. “The stiff, swollen muscles, grossly oversized?”

“I’ve seen it with marathoners that come up this way, overexercise, dehydrate,” the coroner answers. “Usually, we catch rhabdo in time, before dialysis, before this.”

“So, what is it?”

“Rhabdomyolysis,” he says, clinical syllables cut clean. “Muscle breaks down and dies. Toxins hit the kidneys and bloodstream. I’ll know more on the table, after tox.”

“What was that dark liquid in the taller one’s sleeping bag?”

“Reddish-brown urine. Another sign.”

“Could it have been a poisoning?”

“Like I said, let the tox screen talk.”

His assistant ducks out of the tent, camera in hand, then wrestles the first of two gurneys into position. The black plastic hush of the body bags is indecently loud.

“We literally ran into them yesterday,” a larger woman in her fifties says, stepping closer. “Over by the cart-in sites near the lake. Blind corner, everyone fell. They were pissy about it.” She gestures to her companion. “I’m Celeste, this is Colette. I’m a social worker, and I used to live up here. She’s the director of an NGO.”

The neighbor raises a palm. “I’m Zayd. Bouncer at a St. Paul bar.”

Nick, trying to thread order into chaos, introduces us. “This is my wife, Leah, a nurse turned writer, and her brother Jake, an architect. I’m Nick, finance.”

Out of the fog: two mid-twenties women, cheeks bright with the cold. “I’m Penny, this is my sister Calliope. We’re med students.” Penny’s gaze ticks toward the tent. “Those are the guys who bullied us near Palisade Head. We heard them call each other Brayden and Braxton.”

Nick looks at me, slowly. “It can’t be one and the same.” He shakes his head. “Your old boyfriend, Braxton?”

“Stranger things have happened,” Jake says, too lightly.

“Well, it sounds like a medical irregularity brought these two down,” I say, reaching for the safest language, turning, and colliding with two tween girls on lighted bikes, headlamps a shock of glare. “Watch it. What the hell?”

“Babe, I didn’t mean it,” Nick says, palms up, trying to calm the air. “There’s no way that could be Braxton. What are the chances?”

“No, Jake’s right.” I swipe a damp spider thread from my mouth and step farther into the gravel. The fog tastes metallic. “Crazy things happen around me. It must be my Brax. He’s a runner. We camped up here once.”

“Well, shit. I’m sorry, Leah.” Nick’s voice lands somewhere between apology and triage as he walks between us. “Are you upset because it could be him back there?”

“Not in the least.” I can hear the steel in my own whisper. “He cheated on me, remember? With my best friend. And he shoved me, once. I didn’t like where that was headed. I’m not saying I wanted him dead, but he wasn’t exactly a saint.”

The coroner calls to the sheriff; they confer quietly, heads bent. The deputy shifts to keep the crowd back. Camera flashes strobe the tent again, bright/black, bright/black, like the night itself can’t decide whether to look or look away.

I find my notebook in my jacket pocket and let my pen think before I do. Details first, feelings later: sirens at 12:03 a.m.; fog low; temperature near forty; two adult male decedents; evidence of exertional collapse vs. foul play; odor noticed by neighbor; carved marks on stump beside the tent, no, that’s not here, Leah, that was a thought, not a sight, slow down. Write only what is. Let the trees keep the rest.

The campground murmurs like a congregation between hymns. People pass coffee and theories. Somewhere, a guitar tries to remember its chords. The raccoons return, bandits of routine, and make off with a bag of chips as if tragedy is just better lighting for their work. A dog whines at the tape, inconsolable. The sheriff thanks Zayd for calling it in; his voice gentle, almost human.

Nick’s hand finds my shoulder, a tether I don’t refuse. Jake scans the perimeter like he can force a pattern to glow. “Not domestic,” he says softly. “If it’s rhabdo, it’s rhabdo. But why the timing? Why the noise complaints, then the odor, then—” He lets the sentence trail into the same fog that swallowed the moon.

I listen to the river. Even wrapped in sirens and chatter, I can hear it, close as breath, moving in the blackness like a thought I’m not ready to have. Tettegouche wears its tragedies without ceremony. Water has always been the first witness and the last.

I write one more line because writing is how I keep from drowning: If coincidence is a mask, it’s sweating. I keep the notebook low, pen angled along the spiral so the deputy doesn’t decide I’m press.

“Rhabdo isn’t contagious,” Penny says carefully, glancing at the tape. “But the timing, being the middle of the night, odor noticed right after a noise complaint—”

“—makes everyone think of something worse,” Calliope finishes, voice soft. The sisters keep standing shoulder-to-shoulder like they’re bracing a door.

Celeste folds her arms. “People are going to say the word killer. They already are.” She tilts her chin at the nearest huddle, where whispers tremble like moths in light. “You live long enough, and you see how quickly fear chooses a shape.”

“Some shapes have history,” Colette says. “This shore is good at erasing things.”

Zayd rubs the heel of his palm over his jaw. “You ever bounce Friday night crowds at two a.m., you learn what people do when they think no one’s watching. The twisted ones aren’t loud. They’re patient.”

Notebook, low and out of sight, I scribble in the darkness, unsure if my words will be recognizable in the morning:


Midnight. Fog holds sound like a bowl.
Neighbors craft theories to keep from drowning.
Patience is a weapon.

Behind the tape, the coroner’s assistant zips and buckles, practiced hands doing a ritual no one wants performed. A dog whines again, bereft of an answer. The river answers for it like one long exhale from dark lungs.

“Okay,” Nick says, trying to shepherd us a few feet back, away from the tape and the hungry curiosity of strangers. “Let’s not invent a boogeyman yet.”

Jake shakes his head. “Boogeymen don’t need inventing. They need recognizing.”

A pair of tweens, the headlamp cyclists, hover near the edge of our group, pedals still, grips white-knuckled. One speaks without looking up. “My mom says it’s safer to stay put. My dad says keep moving.” The other nods. “We stayed put, and then we moved here to watch anyway.”

“Humans,” Zayd mutters, not unkindly.

The fog slides lower, pressing warmth from the skin of the world. Somewhere toward the inward lake, a buoy bell moans like it’s caught in a bad dream. The sheriff steps aside to take a radio call; a deputy shifts his stance, boots turning wet gravel to paste. Nearby, raccoon eyes spark once and vanish, small thieves committed to their vocation.

“Twisted would be using the truth to hide a lie,” Calliope says, thinking aloud. “If they really did have rhabdomyolysis, someone could take advantage. Wait until pain and dehydration tipped them over, then—”

“Then what?” Celeste asks. “Nudge? Stage? Make it look like a thing that already is?”

Colette inhales like a lit match. “That’s the terror. The mind that repurposes what’s real.”

I write that down. Terror is the mind that repurposes what’s real.

“Look,” Nick says, gentler. “Let’s remember we don’t know. We’re all guests here. Let’s not turn into a mob with nouns.”

Penny huffs a breath that ghosts in the cold. “We’re med students. We’re trained to name to tame. But naming isn’t the same as knowing.” She tucks her hands in her jacket. “It would be psychologically grotesque to orchestrate something like this. To watch people suffering and curate it.”

“Grotesque isn’t strong enough,” Zayd says.

Jake’s gaze flicks through the trees. “If someone wanted a stage, the North Shore offers props. Bridges, cliffs, kettles, caves. It’s like a menu for the dramatic.”

“Don’t do that,” Nick says.

“Do what?”

“Make a map out of it.”

I make a map anyway, on paper in the emergency-lighted dark: a quick circle for our loop road; a star for site 12E; a line for the river’s voice; a dot for each person who has opened their mouth and accidentally told me what they fear.

“Where are you all from?” Celeste asks, tone a deliberate pivot. “We said our bit. You?”

“Minneapolis,” Nick says. “We’re just...”

“Up for quiet,” I finish for him, because the word peace feels too fragile to put in the air right now.

“St. Paul by way of the Levant,” Zayd says, referring to the Middle East region in general.

“Rochester,” Penny and Calliope answer in a duet. “Med school, rotations, the whole rites-of-passage thing.”

“Duluth once, then Saint Cloud, now nowhere we’re proud of,” Colette says, smiling like you do when you don’t owe anyone the details.

The headlamp girls chime in. “Two sites down, with my aunt and her wife. I’m Rowan, and she’s Sable.” They point, proud of their names, their set-up, their competence in the dark.

“Leah,” Celeste repeats. “Nice to have a nurse in the loop.” She searches my face. “You look like someone who holds things together.”

Sometimes. I don’t say: sometimes the holding is the breaking done politely.

The sheriff returns, the radio dangling like a confession. “Folks,” he says, voice pitched for calm, “head back to your sites. We’ll be canvassing in the morning. I appreciate your cooperation.”

No one moves.

“Canvas us now,” someone mutters behind me.

“Rumors don’t need sleep,” someone else says.

The sheriff’s eyes skim the crowd and find mine, linger a fraction, move on. If he sees a notebook, he decides to ignore it.

“Before we go,” Colette asks, chin toward the tent, “do we need to be worried about, you know, more?”

“Right now,” the sheriff says, “we treat this as a medical incident with ongoing review. If we learn otherwise, you’ll know.”

The sentence doesn’t land; it floats. Words do that in fog.

“Medical incident,” Zayd repeats, a bouncer palming the shape of language, weighing it for false bottoms.

We begin to unstick, feet peeling from the mud of curiosity. The tape trembles, a yellow vein in the night. Someone a few yards back says the word "serial" in a voice that wants to be brave but only manages to be loud.

The air tightens. People turn not toward the speaker but away, like the sound itself could see.

Calliope steps closer to Penny, leans in. “Twisted,” she whispers. “It would mean someone who studies us, watches how we move, then chooses a rhythm to cut into.”

“Like a composer,” Penny says. “Or a puppeteer.”

Or a writer, I don’t write.

Nick edges his shoulder against mine. “We can go,” he says softly. “We don’t have to watch the rest.”

“We never have to,” I say. “And yet.”

Jake drifts, listening. He is a lighthouse pretending to be a man, but I can hear the storm code in his blinking. He’s counting patterns, rows of who stepped where and when, intake and exhale, who led the parade, and who followed.

My notebook is still low, still scribbling as fast as my fingers will allow in this chilled darkness brooding over us:


People offer biographies as talismans.

Names are proof of life.

A killer, if there is one, might collect them the way we collect shells, to press to the ear and listen to the ocean inside.


The fog thickens until the tree line turns to rumor. Wet oak leaves pitch to the road with a soft clap, like applause that forgot who it was for. The river keeps talking, unbothered, the same sentence repeatedly. My breath becomes a small engine I can hear.

“Have you heard of the carved messages?” Rowan asks Sable, as if we’re not next to them. Sable nods too quickly. “Our aunt told us not to repeat stuff.” They both look at me with the open curiosity of kids who have not yet learned the cost of answers.

“Carved messages where?” Jake asks, gently.

Rowan shrugs. “She said some places. Not here. Maybe closer to the big lake.”

“People carve a lot of things,” Zayd says, as if that ends it. It doesn’t.

Celeste sniffs the air. “You smell that?”

“Camp fuel,” Colette says. “And something metallic.”

Blood is a syllable we don’t need to say.

The sheriff lifts his palm. “Please,” he says, harder now. “Head back.”

We do, if only to relieve the tension on the deputy’s face. The procession reverses itself: headlamps bobbing, bikes squeaking, whispers returning to their burrows. Fog makes the cones of light into short, useless swords.

We move as a unit, our small, sudden community. Introductions turn into morsels: Celeste worked with runaway teens out of Two Harbors; Colette’s NGO coordinates winter supplies on reservations up the Sawbill; Zayd de-escalates more than he bounces; Penny once triaged a pile-up further up on 61; Calliope failed a test once and still hears it grading her sleep. Rowan plays goalie. Sable collects rocks that look like hearts and throws them back when they start to feel like lies.

Nick listens with that half-smile he wears when he’s both cataloging and caring. Jake asks the kind of questions that make people feel seen without realizing they’ve been mapped.

“Why’d you pick October?” Celeste asks me. “Everyone comes for the summer. Octobers are for the ones who like their beauty moody.”

“I like a shoreline that makes you earn it,” I say.

“Same,” Zayd says. “Summer tells you what it is. October asks.”

We pass the primitive toilets, their blocky silhouettes like sleeping sentries. The plumbing hum is muffled, swallowed. The rainflys at neighboring sites rattle like sighs. A lantern clicks on behind the canvas, and the tent glows with the lonely pulse of an unshared heart.

Penny falls into step with me. “You were calm back there,” she says. “I admire it.”

“I take notes,” I tell her. “It gives my hands something to do that isn’t harmful.”

“What do you write?”

“What people leave out,” I say, and hope it sounds like a joke.

She smiles anyway. “If this were, you know, if there were a person behind it, it would be so, so warped.”

“Warped how?”

“The intimacy.” She gestures back the way we came. “Tents are rooms you unzip with trust. Sleep is borrowed time. To step into that and to orchestrate using people’s worst pain,” She grimaces in a flicker of light. “That’s a mind that wants to curate reality. And curators can be patient.”

“Patients can be curators, too,” Calliope adds, catching up. “Sick minds curate exquisite exhibits. Some of us spend our lives building rooms other people don’t have to enter.”

“Medicine or murder?” Zayd asks, half-serious.

“Both,” Calliope says softly.

I jot quickly: Intimacy of trespass. Curation of pain. Rooms other people don’t have to enter, and yet, we do.

When we reach our loop, the fog has climbed into the birches and given them halos. The leaves, still mostly on, carry the color of old gold. In the mist, the trunks look like bones someone arranged thoughtfully, sort of an art gallery minimalism no one agreed to pay for. The road beneath our boots is a scratchy paragraph. Our tents, ours, Jake’s, the girls’, sit like punctuation deciding where the breath should go.

Rowan and Sable peel off with a wave, pedals whirring, headlamps carving slender tunnels through the fog soup. Celeste and Colette promise coffee in the morning. Zayd tips two fingers from his temple. Penny and Calliope exchange a look that says, we’ll sleep if sleep allows us.

Nick pauses at our tent door, fingers on the zipper. “We lock this thing,” he says lightly, “how? Wishful thinking?”

“Navigation by zipper,” Jake says. “Everything here is trust.”

“Trust and tape,” I say. “And fog.”

We duck in. Damp canvas breath. The smell of wool and smoke and that faint iron-thread scent that follows sirens. Nick sits on his cot like a man testing a frozen lake. Jake lingers at the door flap, eyes on the road.

“You sure you’re okay?” Nick asks.

“I’m writing.” Which is not the same thing, and he knows it.

He nods. “I hate that you know how to do this tragedy thing so well.”

I click my pen and let the point find the groove. The page whispers under my hand. Outside, someone coughs. A raccoon rattles a tin. The river goes on talking, threading itself through stone as if stone were only a rumor. Somewhere far off, a buoy moans again, and the fog, careful as a nurse, rearranges its blanket.

Notebook, out in the open, and thinking:


If there is a killer, their thrill is authorship.

If there’s not, our fear will write one anyway. Either way, story is a door someone already has a key for.


I set the notebook on my chest and watch the nylon of the tent ceiling breathe with the wet night. It rises, falls. It is a lung we have borrowed. The river keeps its secrets; the woods do not. I start to write anyway. 
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2 Murmurs Beneath the 

White Trunks


Leah 
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White trunks stand like witnesses, their eyes a thousand pale scars. We line up our questions beneath them like kindling.

Morning forgives nothing. The fog hasn’t lifted so much as thinned into gauze, and the birches along the bathhouse wear it like veils. Our little congregation huddles outside the lap-sided rectangle of bathrooms and showers, steam slipping under the door each time someone pushes in, eucalyptus body wash fighting a losing battle with the mineral tang of Lake Superior air. The concrete is cold through my boots. Nick hands me a chipped enamel cup of coffee that tastes like courage brewed too long.

The sheriff comes in quietly as a sermon with a hat tucked under one arm, a thermos in the other, and a radio muttering like an untrustworthy friend. He nods to each cluster as if we are pews. Sleep has sanded his face down to the practical grain. The night wrote new lines on all of us.

“We’ll go site by site,” he says. “Short interviews. I appreciate you waiting here. Folks slept?”

“Define slept,” Zayd says, voice husky. He’s got a beanie pulled low and the kind of shoulders that remember doorways that tried to be fists. Beside him, Penny and Calliope nurse their own coffees like hot compresses. Celeste and Colette share a blanket like a shield, breath misting in companionable clouds. Rowan and Sable roll their bikes in lazy circles, lights off, taking turns balancing no-hands like they can out-stare gravity.

“I kept hearing zipper teeth,” Penny says. “Every sound turned into a warning.”

Calliope nods. “I think I dreamed with my eyes open. Kept mapping the distance from my cot to the flap, counting heartbeats for routes.”

Nick shrugs, stifling a yawn. “I fell asleep to raccoons arguing over our dignity.”

Jake leans against the brick, hands in pockets. “I dreamed I was drawing a map with no ink. Just pressure. The lines showed up anyway.”

I flip my notebook open and make the morning considerably smaller by framing it:


Cold light. Breath ghosts. Birch eyes watching.

Zippers as alphabet.

People confessing to their own fear like it’s a minor sin.


The sheriff’s gaze carves the group into slices. “Let’s start on the west loop. If you talked with my deputy last night, tell me again, as if that deputy were a stranger. Details change when we sleep.”

“Or when we don’t,” Colette says.

He allows himself half a smile and lifts the thermos in a vague salute. “Fair.”

He moves us gently, like a teacher marshaling a field trip. We file out from the bathhouse and into the campground’s wider breath. The morning smells like wet cedar and burned bacon fat, the chalky sweetness of oatmeal, cold lake iron. Smoke hangs low from a dozen small fires—thin, patient stacks like paragraphs. Pots clink. A toddler complains in the language of annoyance in any country. Far off, the river adds punctuation to my tag-along note-taking.


Site 13


A couple in their seventies, wrapped in matching flannels, stand over a cast-iron skillet sizzling Spam into pink coins. Their Airstream gleams dull pewter behind them.

“Names?” the sheriff asks.

“Bev,” she says. “This is Harold. Don’t look at me like that; Spam saves marriages.”

Harold grins. “We didn’t hear anything until the sirens. Then our dog barked at the tent wall like it insulted his mother.” He gestures at a small dog quivering in a camp chair, the way some people tremble before hymns.

“Anything unusual yesterday afternoon?” the sheriff prompts.

“Two boys running shirtless, like they were chased by better ideas,” Bev says. “And a van with a sticker that said ‘LET IT RUN.’ I told Harold that’s what people say before a car dies.”

I write: sticker, let it run: irony; old couples tell the truth without trying.


Site 16


A family flips pancakes on a griddle set over a propane stove. The mother, hair in a red bandana, moves with the efficient grace of someone used to feeding small armies. The father lists. Two kids hunker near the picnic table, scraping butter over pancake surfaces until they gleam.

The sheriff’s pen clicks. “Heard or saw?”

“Sirens woke us. Earlier, I only noticed the wind changing,” the mother says. “You could smell the lake again. We came for stars, got fog.”

The father rubs his eyes. “I saw a guy walking in the dark with a headlamp pointed at his own feet. Not the trail. His shoes. Like the ground was trying to talk to him and he wanted to make sure he heard.”

I note: headlamp on shoes; self-watcher, not path-watcher.


Site 17


Penny and Calliope have turned their picnic table into a triage: jet black kettle boil hissing, stethoscope coiled like a question, textbook under a mug to keep it from taking flight.

“Med students from Rochester,” the sheriff says, glancing at his pad. “You two are the ones who mentioned those fellas near Palisade Head?”

Penelope: “Yes. Brayden and Braxton.”

Calliope: “They harassed us. Nothing reportable, just the kind of friction that makes you wish you were armored.”

“Reportable is a matter of weight, not bruise,” the sheriff says evenly. “You saw them here?”

“Yesterday,” Penny says. “They looked—” She searches for a word and finds the clinical one. “Unwell.”

“Legs swollen, gait stiff,” Calliope adds. “Compartment-syndrome look, without the fasciotomy scars.”

“And you?” he asks me, visiting nearby, pen hovering.

“Observed, not examined,” I say. “Can’t diagnose through fog.”

The sheriff makes a mark. “And last night?”

“Every zipper was a confession,” Penny says. “And I kept thinking if someone wanted to hide a crime, they’d pick something the world could explain without them.”

Calliope nods. “A piggyback crime. Let nature write your alibi.”

I put a star next to that. Piggyback crime, underlined.


Site 20E


Celeste and Colette have eggs going in a skillet that’s known fire long enough to tell stories about it. They hand the sheriff a plate without asking if he’s eaten. He takes and eats standing, a man incorporating gratitude without losing professionalism.

“Long night,” Celeste says. “We used to work crisis lines. This feels like waiting for the second ring.”

Colette points her fork like a pen. “My nonprofits had to deploy in towns where the rumor spread faster than the truth could lace up. Sheriff, if this is medical, say it hard and constant. If it’s not, say that harder.”

“Noted.” He chews, swallows. “You two saw those marathoners on the trail?”

“Ran into them, literally,” Celeste says. “They were angry at physics.”

“Angry at something,” Colette says.

The sheriff’s eyes flick to me for half a heartbeat. I write without looking up: Angry at physics = angry that reality didn’t get the memo.


Site 22E


Zayd’s breakfast is black coffee and a protein bar he eats like penance. A row of beer caps lines his table edge, trophies from cities.

“You called it in,” the sheriff says.

“Yeah.” Zayd rolls one cap between his thumb and index finger. “Loud music that bothered me. I didn’t go inside. Smelled it and knew. I used to sit with dying men who didn’t know they were dying. It has a smell. So does fear you can’t sell to yourself as anything else.”

“You see or hear anything leading up?”

“Music, then yelling. Not fight yelling, more like frustration. Like somebody mad at a sock. Then quiet. Then later the smell.” He snaps the cap flat on the wood. “You ever watch a room decide what reality is? It’s like watching a tide pick a direction.”

The sheriff grunts. “You heard dogs, too?”

“Dogs heard us,” Zayd says.


Site 28 (ours)


Nick offers the sheriff coffee; he declines with the kind of smile that admits wanting it. Jake stands off to the side, eyes scanning. I take notes because that’s my breakfast.

“Names again,” the sheriff says, and we give them, like we did last night, as if names are keys.

“You were over at the tape a while,” he adds. “Catch anything I didn’t?”

“Only people,” I say. “We catalog the living as insurance.”

“Insurance against what?”

“Being next,” Jake says.

The sheriff nods slowly. “You were the one asked about a domestic.”

“I was the one who didn’t want to assume the worst,” Jake says, voice ironed flat.

“And you,” he says to Nick, “are the one asking about locks.”

“Habit,” Nick says. “And wishful thinking.”

The sheriff looks at me last. “And you’re the one always writing.”

“Habit,” I say. “And inventory.”

He taps the pad lightly. “I’ll come back if something needs fitting into something else.”

“That’s what we’re all doing,” Nick says. “Fitting.”

The sheriff makes his rounds. He doesn’t hurry, which is its own kind of promise. The campground, in morning light, is a place again instead of a stage: tarps shining with dew, dishwater steamed and flung, a line of socks confessing dampness. But now and then, the fog bank breathes inward, and the birches look like jurors returning with a verdict.

By the time the interviews finish, the sun has managed to sharpen the edges of leaves to more than suggestion. Word snakes up the loop: meeting at the swinging bridge on the High Falls. No one calls it official, but we treat it like it is. People need to see the water moving underneath something they can cross.

We gather our coats and our trepidation and follow the trail that bites lightly through cedar and spruce. The ground is springy with needles; the air takes on a spray-cold, wet palm on the cheek. The river is a rumor growing teeth.

Rowan and Sable bike as far as the sign allows and lock the frames to a cedar with solemnity. Penny and Calliope fall in step with Celeste and Colette, the quartet forming an unlikely cohort of comfort. Zayd drifts between groups, a shepherd without a flock yet with the stance of one. Nick and Jake walk on either side of me like I’m a river they have agreed to ford only on their terms.

I write as I walk, alert to expressions like truths:


Trail damp. Roots braided like old stories.

River voice higher pitch near High Falls, adrenaline in water form.

Bridge ahead: suspension, swaying, a kind of honesty you can feel in your thighs.


The
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